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The Journey Home: Dangers of Displacement in Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow
Kavon Franklin
Avey Johnson, the main character in Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow, is a
middleclass African American who loses touch with her blackness, so to speak, before
reclaiming it (and her true identity) on a journey that is both literal and symbolic.
Praisesong is replete with journeys. There’s the one enslaved Africans make to the South
Carolina Tidewater region during the Middle Passage; another one that Avey and her husband take
as they leave the “spreading blight” (97) of a Brooklyn ghetto for a nice neighborhood in White
Plains, NY; and later, as a widow, there are the passages Avey makes aboard a “dazzling white”
ship named Bianca Pride and a treacherous journey on a rickety schooner named Emanuel C.
This is the most important trip as it allows Avey to finally answer the question posed to her by a
Patoisspeaking trickster figure in the novel: “What you is?” (166) or more plainly “Who are
your people?”
When Praisesong for the Widow opens, Avey is, unbeknownst to her, at the beginning of
her journey to find out. Throughout the novel, Marshall uses journeys as a device by which
African Americans make emotional voyages to connect with their roots, for, as the novel asserts,
the African part of their identity is as important (and certainly more steadfast) than their status as
Americans, and rejecting this facet of their heritage is to risk becoming like Avey during her
lowest point: a stranger to herself and spiritually at sea.
“Boats Take Too Much Time”: The Africans Walk Out of America
Avey’s earliest sailing experiences are the boat rides up the Hudson River she and her
family take when she’s a little girl. These outings give her father a chance to put on his best
clothes and be a “real” man for a change: wellgroomed, lighthearted and in control—not
subjugated as he is at work. Her mother is also in good spirits on these trips, playfully chastising
her husband for his remarks, such as the one about the S.S. Robert Fulton always being late to
pick them up. “What’s it got to be on time for?” he asks. “Ain’t nobody here but us darkies”
(189). Despite the quip, they are not darkies on their trips to Bear Mountain. They’re a family as
any other family and, for a brief period, free of the problems of city life. Avey never forgets the
renewing effect these excursions have on her relatives: “It didn’t seem that they were just going
on a day’s outing up a river to a state park a few miles away,” she recalls, “but on a voyage—a
fullscale voyage—to someplace far more impressive” (191).
On the trips, she doesn’t feel small and insignificant, but at the center of a “huge wide
confraternity” (191). They only come to an end when she begins another, more important, journey
at age seven when her greatgreataunt Cuney insists she start spending part of her summer with
her on Tatem Island in South Carolina.
The island has never recovered from the Civil War. As they walk around, Cuney and Avey pass
oncemajestic plantations and several shacks inhabited by blacks whose financial conditions aren’t
much better than their enslaved forebears. But these poor people have a sense of community. As
Cuney drags her niece through the bramble, they stop and speak to friends along the way:
“Doctor” Benitha Grant, Mr. Golla Mack, and Shad Dawson (who owns property that he will be
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cheated out of by whites). Among the black islanders is a “rich folk heritage” with origins in
“rural peasant society” (Willis 57). They come from slaves and sharecroppers, and are the
recipients of an emotional and spiritual education that is discounted by more sophisticated people,
which doesn’t make it any less valid.
Avey’s aunt resembles “the trees in her straight, largeboned mass and height” (32) and
like the trees, she’s firmly planted. Her connection with her ancestors insulates her somewhat
from the stinging effects of racism and frees her from any feelings of worthlessness that, by
rights, she should feel as someone who is a secondclass citizen in her own country.
Cuney has a lot in common with the women in Paule Marshall’s life, as she describes in
her essay, “From the Poets in the Kitchen.” Like Marshall’s mother and family friends, Cuney
suffers from a type of invisibility being a black woman who doesn’t “count in American society
except as a source of cheap labor” (Reena 7). She’s also like them in that she takes “refuge in
language” (Reena 7) and in the folk tales, which she passes down to Avey whom she believes is
preordained to carry on the family legends.
The main one is the story of the Ibos. Cuney hears it from her grandmother (“Gran”) who
claims to be present when a shipload of Africans arrives on what later becomes known as Ibo
Landing. She sees them assess their surroundings, use second sight to foretell the pain and horror
in store for them, and simply refuse to accept enslavement:
They didn’t bother getting back into the small boats…boats take too much time. They just
kept walking right on out over the river…Chains didn’t stop those Ibos none. Neither
iron…They just kept on walking like the water was solid ground…And when they got to
where the ship was they didn’t so much as give it a look…They feets was gonna take ‘em
wherever they was going that day. (3839)
When Avey asks how it is possible for the Ibos to walk on water without drowning,
Cuney replies, “Did it say Jesus drowned when he went walking on the water in that Sunday
School book your momma always send with you?” (40). From her tone, it’s obvious she thinks
that legend isn’t any more fantastical than the one about the Ibos. It’s a sharp rebuke to the girl
who is willing to accept incredible stories written in the Holy Bible, but is doubtful about such
tales when they’re by and about Africans.
In “Paule Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow: AfroCaribbean Rituals of Power, Place, and
Identity,” Lean’tin L. Bracks says, in “Cuney’s mind…the story of the Ibos deserves the same
respect” as the story of Jesus walking on water (111). Considering how dismissive Cuney is
about “that Sunday School book” it’s likelier that she thinks the Ibos’ story is the true one—the
one that is not a white, Western fantasy. Besides, Gran said she saw the Ibos and if her
grandmother said it, it must be true, for in communities such as Tatem Island where most of the
old people are, at best, semiliterate, the importance of oral histories cannot be overstated. Cuney
gets the Ibos’ story from Gran and she wants Avey to pass it down as part of their real history, as
opposed to the textbooks in which people of African descent are only victims.
There’s something about her aunt’s fascination with the “pureborn Africans” (37) that
intrigues Avey, but it also flies in the face of much of what she’s brought up to think is a
“farfetched story” (42). To Avey, the Ibos represent freedom, but also heathenism and blackness,
while Christianity represents salvation, purity, and holiness. Believing in them will mean
challenging the faith imposed upon her by her parents, for the Ibos take their freedom, whereas in
Christianity it is not possible to “take” anything; freedom can only be granted by the Lord.
Journal of South Texas English Studies 6.2 (2016)

57

Sometimes it’s physical freedom; other times, like during slavery, it is freedom of mind and the
peace that comes with salvation.
The Ibos become Cuney’s religion after she’s forced out of her church for having the
temerity to get carried away during a Ring Shout and allow her heels to lift off the ground and
feet to cross, which is considered dancing. At first, she denies dancing, but then claims “it had
been the Spirit moving powerfully in her which had caused her to forget and cross her feet” (33).
Her expulsion is only for one day, but, in a rage, she decides to the leave the church forever.
As Bracks points out, the Ring Shout is full of “contradictions” as it is performed out of
reverence for the JudeoChristian God, while still retaining many African tribal elements. The
crossing of feet incident highlights the complex relationship that many people of African descent
have historically had with Christianity, in that they are strong believers in a religion introduced to
them by their Western enslavers, but they adhere to it in ways that are undeniably African
(dancing, wailing, shouting). In fact, when they behave in this manner, they are essentially
traveling back to Africa.
Cuney’s act is “considered […] a sin and illegal under the white man’s law” (110). What
the church members who force her out are communicating to her is that she cannot only be
beholden to what is African in her. She must remember that she is an American, too, even though
she is rarely treated as one. If she wants to survive in a white man’s country, she must know how
to tame her blackness when the occasion calls for it.
Cuney does not accept this. She stops looking toward the church for guidance and instead looks
to the Ibos who refuse to sublimate their will to anyone. By sharing their story with Avey she
hopes to impart upon her that she doesn’t have to accept spiritual subjugation because she is black
in America.
Avey believes this tale when she’s young, but over time, comes to view the “uncanonized
miracle” (136) of the Ibos walking on water as nonsense, not because she doesn’t believe in the
supernatural—she’s raised in the Baptist Church, after all—but because she has learned to
associate black people with defeat. When she envisions the miraculous occurrences of the Bible,
she, no doubt, envisions figures that look like Jeffrey Hunter or other white actors who are cast in
biblical epics, which, in turn, look just like the images in many of her illustrated bible lessons
and on church fans. As she ages, she takes a dim view of Tatem Island and its people. With its
“wrecked fields” (42) and rustic buildings, the island is emblematic of all that is wrong with
being black: poverty, racism, slovenliness, and backwardness. She only remembers the bad things
about Tatem, never acknowledging that the land, as overgrown as it is, might also be the place
where a miracle occurred—a consecrated ground for her and the generations after her.
“Too Much!”: A Trip Not Worth Taking
In Wicked Son: AntiSemitism, SelfHatred, and the Jews, playwright David Mamet writes
about those who, in his view, let their selfhatred form a barrier between themselves and their
culture. His questions for them work just as well for Avey: “Why would anyone who possessed a
heritage, racial, cultural, or otherwise, prefer to ‘just be nothing’?” If, he asks, “one simply
choose[s] to embrace a negative…must not such a choice be, effectually, a repudiation?” (45).
In the case of Praisesong’s protagonist the answer is yes; however, Avey and her husband
Jerome (called Jay in his early years) don’t arrive at their decision to “just be nothing” lightly.
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When they’re first married, they’re able to deal with racial oppression by indulging in black
American culture (food, folktales, music, and language).
Life in their fifthfloor Brooklyn walkup is pretty sweet. Jay lovingly teases Avey about her
“Bantu behind” which he calls “Gulla gold” (137) and compares her to “Erzulie with her jewels
and gossamer veils” and “Yemoja to whom the rivers and seas are sacred” (127). They listen to
his blues and jazz records, which he treats as “sacred” objects; engage in “scandalous talk” when
they’re alone; and flit about their living room during their own private parties. As Jay watches his
wife dance, he says, “when white folks came up with the theory about all us darkies having
rhythm, they must have had you in mind. Girl, you can outjangle Bojangles and outsnake Snake
Hips” (123). They love dancing, just the two of them, on their living room floor, which Avey
later recalls as a “rich nurturing ground from which she had sprung and to which she could
always turn for sustenance” (12). Their activities, though simple, contain all “the magic in the
world” (138).
They are not overburdened by being black at this point. They don’t even mind riding a
Jim Crow bus part of the way back to South Carolina where Avey takes Jay for many years
because she is proud of her connection to Tatem Island. When she tells him about the Ibos, she’s
“half expecting him to dismiss the whole apocryphal tale with a joke,” (115) but he claims to
believe “every word” (115).
Jay’s faith in the story seems even stronger than Avey’s and his knowledge of early
twentiethcentury black poetry speaks to a keen interest in the artistic accomplishments of his
people. He reads Paul Laurence Dunbar’s dialect poems to his daughters, as well as the work of
Langston Hughes and James Weldon Johnson. He points out that the girls won’t learn it
otherwise, complaining that “the schools up north [don’t] teach colored children nothing about the
race, about themselves” (125).
But like a lot of marriages, the strain of kids and work eventually creates problems in the
Johnson home. The extra burden of being black exacerbates these problems. “When you come
this color,” Jay tells his wife, “it’s uphill all the way” (134). He should know, as he works “two
jobs for the salary of one” (his and his boss’s) and has to grin and bear it because as a black man
in the 1940s and 50s, he is grateful to have work at all.
It all takes a toll. Eventually, he hardens, changing his appearance, his name (from Jay to
Jerome) and his attitude. He no longer indulges in “the little private rituals and pleasures, the
playfulness and wit of those early years” (136).
Around 1945, Avey notices him starting to mentally step out on the family. She thinks of
him as “an embattled swimmer caught in the eye of two currents moving powerfully in opposite
directions” (111). Doubleconsciousness has taken over.
In The Souls of Black Folks, W.E.B. Du Bois describes “double consciousness” as a mindset in
which a black American experiences a horrific “twoness” and has to deal with “two warring
ideals in one dark body” (5). The Johnsons ultimately pick a side: the upwardly mobile side.
Pretty soon the need for “selfimprovement” doesn’t allow Jay or Avey any space for the blues,
dancing, lovemaking, or each other.
The scholar Joyce Pettis examines Praisesong’s exploration of “how African
Americans…remain culturally moored and psychologically whole while participating in economic
enterprises” (115). It’s a trick the Johnsons can’t pull off. Pretty soon, they don’t even recognize
themselves. “On occasion, glancing at him, [Avey] would surprise what almost looked like the
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vague, pale outline of another face superimposed on [Jerome’s], as in a double exposure” (131).
She doesn’t even want to call him by his nickname anymore. “While continuing to call him Jay to
his face, she gradually,” the text says, “found herself referring to him as Jerome Johnson in her
thoughts” (132).
Avey’s full name is Avatara. It’s what Cuney calls her, but she finds it “increasingly difficult as
the years [pass] to think of herself as ‘Avey’ or even ‘Avatara’…the woman to whom those
names belonged had gone away, had been banished along with her feelings and passions to some
faroff place” (141).
The big blowup in the Johnson home occurs one horrible Tuesday night when Avey is
pregnant with the couple’s third child. It’s an unexpected and unwanted pregnancy and she does
everything she can to get rid of the fetus. Having three children in a cramped Brooklyn apartment
is not the life Avey envisions for herself, nor does the news please Jay. They are becoming
stereotypes: black people having children they can’t afford. “The ruin and defeat steadily
overtaking the block [reaches] their walkup” (89) as Jay starts coming home from work later and
later and a pregnant Avey imagines that the white women at his job are trying to seduce him.
In a fight they have on this Tuesday, Avey flies off in a rage, causing Jay to compare her
to a “halfcrazed” woman on their block who berates her nogood husband for the whole
neighborhood to hear.
“Do you know who you sound like, who you even look like…?” Jay asks her, his voice
full of disgust (89). When Avey catches a glance at herself, she agrees with him.
“Who—who—[is] this untidy swollen woman with the murderous look?” she wonders. “What
man wouldn’t avert his gaze” (100). They come very close to breaking up during this fight, but
Avey backs down and Jay stays, or rather Jerome, because from that point on, he’s never lively
and fun again. Neither is Avey. The “yearly trip south became a thing of the past. So did the trips
they used to regularly make over to Harlem to see their old friends, and the occasional dance they
would treat themselves to” (116).
Jerome Johnson is heartsick when he’s turned down for an accounting job in every firm in
the city. This is after he gets the degree everyone says he needs; it’s not enough. For a black man
in this time, nothing is enough. What else can he do, but try as best as he can to please the whites
who own everything? After all, it’s “their companies, their firms, their offices, their country, and
therefore, theirs the power to give or deny, to say yes or no” (135).
In an effort to progress, Avey becomes more seriousminded and “the funloving,
musical, sexual Jay commits spiritual suicide, becoming the grimly ambitious and acquisitive
Jerome Johnson” (Brogan 146). From that point on, the Johnsons gauge their success by the
goods they are able to acquire.
After twenty years, she and Jerome are able to move to White Plains along with several
other black families (causing White Flight). Their house is a sign that they’ve “arrived” for
although the journey from Brooklyn to White Plains takes little more than an hour, the two places
could not feel further apart.
Yet, even securely ensconced in the suburbs, Avey cannot shut out the stories of what is
happening to black people elsewhere. The bombing of 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham,
Alabama, which kills four little girls, causes her to stop dreaming, so she won’t keep taking “all
the nightmare images from the evening news into her sleep with her. The electric cattle prods and
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lunging dogs. The high pressure hoses…like a dam bursting. The lighted cigarettes being ground
out on the arms of those sitting in the lunch counters” (31). It’s too much.
But White Plains does not free her. Her oncebeloved aunt starts coming to her in dreams,
imploring “won’t you come?” The real question Cuney is asking is, “won’t you throw off the
shackles of middleclass respectability and reclaim your cultural heritage?”
The answer, for the time being, is no.
“Nothing but a Front”: A Black Woman Lets Go of Bianca Pride
Jay’s death leaves Avey at a loss. Although she still works, she needs something else to
take her mind off her bland life. Enter the Bianca Pride, Marshall’s nonetoosubtle name for the
ship Avey and her friends travel aboard once a year. The luxury liner is white, of course, as are
most of its passengers, and it’s also meant to symbolize bourgeois White America. Avey, who’s
sixty four when the novel opens, is old enough to remember a time when racial discrimination
and deprivation would have made such a trip impossible, so the Bianca Pride is an indicator that
she has “made it” and has the freedom and the funds—$1,500 for seventeen days—to enjoy the
fruits of her labors and sacrifice.
Her traveling companions are Thomasina, a “nearwhite” (19) former chorus girl with
“good hair” (19) and gray eyes and a timid, emotionally abused wife and mother named Clarice.
This is not a fun group, but Avey isn’t particularly amusing, either. She’s a “stylishly dressed
matron” with the “look of acceptability about her” (49); and her clothes are “in good taste and
appropriate to her age” (48) as is her demeanor. When she and Jay cut themselves off from
anything that could be labeled “ridiculous, childish, cullud” (136) she lost all color, in the
nonliteral sense of that word, so the banalities of the Bianca Pride are tailormade to suit her.
Marion, Avey’s youngest daughter, chastises her mother for going on cruises with a
“bunch of white folks” (13) instead of Ghana or elsewhere in Africa, but Avey is not interested in
exploring her roots. She’s nothing like Marion who works with what would now be called “atrisk
youth” at a Brooklyn school and wears Afrocentric jewelry and has a strong social consciousness.
The readers are meant to understand Marion as being “truly” black and Avey as a wannabe (or, in
black parlance, “bougie”): someone with her nose in the air and not interested in African culture
or even African American culture.
However, although this novel is set in the postJim Crow era, racebased shunning is not a thing
of the past. When Thomasina insists they eat in the ship’s nicest dining area, the Versailles
Room, saying “[t]his is one boot don’t believe in letting these white folks keep the best to
themselves” (46), Avey always feels her fellow diners view them as intruders:
As usual, even those who sat directly facing her at the nearby tables somehow gave the
impression of having their backs turned to her and her companions. It had to do with the
expression in their eyes, which seemed to pass cleanly through them whenever they
glanced across, and even, ironically, with the quick strained smiles some of them
occasionally flashed their way. It was the kind of thing Avey Johnson had trained herself
not to notice, or if she did, not to feel anything one way or the other about it. (47)
Perhaps she is being given the cold shoulder by the other diners, or maybe they take no
notice of her at all. The point is she feels as if she’s being iced out. Yet, in the next breath, she
claims she’s unbothered by the treatment. This sweeping under the rug of anxieties and hostilities
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began long before she ever boarded the Bianca Pride, going back at least as far as the Brooklyn
days when Jay accused her of looking and sounding like the haggard woman cursing her husband
in the street.
Avey doesn’t want any of the sexual or social scripts assigned to black women—Sapphire,
Mammy, Jezebel, Welfare Queen—applied to her, and she doesn’t want to be in the company of
women who don’t behave in a dignified manner, as evidenced by how horrified she is when
Thomasina, a former dancer, joins a parade while they’re in Cartagena, Columbia, “swishing her
bony hips to the drums” (25) while their fellow passengers watch. “White faces laughing!” (25)
Avey cries. “White hands applauding!” (25).
Thomasina’s dancing, in Avey’s mind, is a betrayal. Her supposed misbehavior taints
Avey and Clarice by association. (It’s also telling that when the fairskinned Thomasina gets
angry, she refers to it as getting her “colors up” (22). She’s not only getting blacker in
appearance, but has a more “black disposition” as it were, which in this context means a
willingness to “go off” on someone either with words or fists.)
Thomasina’s “colors” are on full display when Avey decides to leave, but Avey moves
forward with her plans, anyway. She is, in a way, forced off the ship by the hallucinations,
nausea, and feelings of heaviness in her stomach that she begins to feel out of nowhere at dinner
one night and continues to experience the following day.
When she tells her suitemates she’s going home, she means North White Plains, New
York, but fate (or perhaps the ghost of Aunt Cuney) has quite another place in store.
“A Little Rough Water”: The Search for Self and the Elimination of Excess Baggage
Avey is not able to immediately fly from Grenada—where the ship has docked—back to
New York, and as she waits for a taxi to take her to a hotel, she notices a succession of
“outislanders” getting onto raggedly boats; she’s curious about what these “respectablelooking”
people are doing traveling on such vessels, risking “their lives and the lives of their children and
babies with them” (66).
The taxi driver who eventually shows up informs her that these people live and work in
Grenada, but their minds and hearts are in Carriacou, the small island from which they hail. The
Carriacouns have balance. They are able to live in Grenada where hotels, the driver says, are “all
we got ‘bout here now” but they know when to take a respite from this eagertoplease, touristy
environment and head home (80).
Avey doesn’t think anything more about them for the moment. Her spirits are low; her
heart is broken; and a wave of emotion hits her all of a sudden. She begins a purging and
unloading process as she cries uncontrollably in her hotel room. It’s the “best” hotel, her taxi
driver says because “only white people mostly stays here” (81) but by that point, none of that
matters. She can no longer pretend that meaningless material things give her pleasure. She cries
in her room because she didn’t cry for her husband a year earlier because “Jay’s death had taken
place long before Jerome Johnson’s” (135) and she didn’t even like Jerome Johnson, let alone
love him. She cries because “they had behaved, she and Jay, as if there had been nothing about
themselves worth honoring!” (138). Avey cries because their pursuit of social status takes all the
joy out of their lives. As Eugenia DeLamotte notes, the couple’s preoccupation with materialism
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and assimilation erode “the connections with community, the past, [and themselves]” (81). Safely
away from Bianca (White) Pride, Avey deeply regrets giving up her soul in pursuit of “success”:
Would it have been possible to have done both? That is, to have wrested, as they had done
over all those years, the means needed to rescue them from Halsey Street and to see the
children through, while preserving, safeguarding, treasuring those things that had come
down to them over the generations which had defined them in a particular way. The most
vivid, the most valuable part of themselves! (138)
In a particularly frightening dream that torments Avey, there is a “declining sun” (41)
which is a warning that she needs to reverse course while she still has time; however, the
willingness to change comes slowly for Avey who literally digs in her heels when Cuney
summons her in a dream where they are on Tatem Island and Avey is in her nice clothes and
shoes:
Did she really expect her to go walking over to the Landing dressed as she was? In the
new spring suit she had just put on to wear to the annual luncheon at the Statler given by
Jerome Johnson’s lodge? With her hat and gloves on? And her fur stole draped over her
arm? Avey Johnson could have laughed, the idea was so ridiculous. (40)
The two women end up “brawling like fishwives” or “proverbial niggers on a Saturday
night!” (45). The fur, like Avey’s “hardwon life of the past thirty years [is] trampled into the dirt
underfoot. And the clothes [are] torn from her body” (45). This, like the setting sun, is heavy
with symbolism, as Avey has to be stripped of all the material things she worships before she can
undergo a renewal; yet, Marshall’s novel is not a trite condemnation of material wealth. The
message is not that Avey should leave White Plains for good and come back to Tatem Island to
become another Cuney. The point is that obsession with material goods at the expense of cultural
or spiritual wealth will eventually lead to an emotional and psychological breakdown.
In the midst of her turmoil, she meets a man named Lebert Joseph, the “intercessory in
bringing Avey back to her African connection” (Myles 132). He is the Papa Legba figure in the
novel, guiding Avey in the right direction as she stands at the crossroads, but at first, she just
thinks of him as an irritable old man who owns a grog shop in Grenada. She wanders into his
thatchroofed building because she has, in a daze, strayed too far away from the hotel and become
hot and disoriented. She asks if she may sit for a while and recover herself, little knowing that
her encounter with him will be life changing.
It’s important that Lebert takes over as Avey’s spiritual guide at this point as he is more
fluid than Cuney, who dies angry and “unreconciled” with the rest of her tribe because of the
Ring Shout incident. Lebert is angry at times, and the next moment, joyous. He’s male and
female, as evidenced by his dancing the Juba. He’s young and old—stooped like an old man one
moment and remarkably agile the next.
Lebert is a business owner who never puts his ability to make a buck before his visits to
Carriacou. He has the balance that Avey is desperately lacking. Echoing Cuney, he tells her “you
must come” to Carriacou. Just like the Cuney dream, the command pulls her forth “and although
the man had never once touched her, [Avey] felt as if he had reached out and taken her gently but
firmly now by the wrist” (183).
The Carriacouns make the trek back to their home island once a year, just as a young
Avey traveled once a year to South Carolina. When she accepts Lebert’s invitation and heads off
to Carriacou with him, it’s almost as if Avey’s back on Tatem Island because several people seem
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to recognize her, waving as if they’ve known her all their lives. They don’t give her disapproving
looks because she’s not well dressed. On the boat to Carriacou, she’s not decked out in her
beautiful, uncomfortable clothes. It’s another sign of her freedom from bondage, as her long
girdle chafes her anyway. Her hair is “halfcombed” and her face is without any powder. She is
not recognizable as Mrs. Johnson, but she is closer to being Avatara again than she’s been in a
long while.
As soon as she gets on the boat, Avey experiences “a shock of recognition” (193) as the
old women there look like the old women she remembers from childhood. “They were—she could
have sworn it!—the presiding mothers of Mount Olivet Baptist” (193) which was her mom’s old
church. These women are the types of “old people who have the essentials to go on forever” (193)
and, for this trip, they become “othermothers” for Avey, who reverts to her young self. She is as
“obedient as a child” (186) with Lebert, and those around her treat her with the same care as they
would give to an infant.
In a way, she has been reborn. The process that begins with the dreams about Cuney kicks
into overdrive as Avey experiences a literal and figurative purging. It’s tempting to attribute her
vomiting to the coconut water Lebert Joseph gives her in his shop, which spills “into the dry river
bed of her veins” (174). Perhaps Lebert really is a mystical conjurer, inducing Avey’s purge in
order to rid her of toxins. In any case, the old women literally keep her from falling overboard as
she unburdens herself of all the rot inside of her.
When she makes it to Carriacou, she attends the Big Drum ceremony, which opens with
the Beg Pardon in which the people of Carriacou ask forgiveness from their Old Parents and
Longtime People “for whatever wrongs” (166) they have committed. On Carriacou, just like on
Tatem Island, the mixing of Christian and African customs occurs often. In fact, the Emanuel
C—the boat she takes to Carriacou—even has a crucifix on it. Nobody seems to find it
outrageous to bring these elements together. The people are at peace, and despite her illness
aboard the boat, Avey feels “so reassured that when they [reach] the outer harbor minutes
later…she [greets] it with something of the excitement she had felt as a child when the Robert
Fulton” finally showed up (195). This trip on the Emanuel C is something of a “reverse Middle
Passage” as Avey travels to a strange land in order to come out of bondage (Stanford 24). On her
way there, she even dreams about the Middle Passage. She starts to feel a connection with her
people again and becomes a part of a larger community.
As she looks on at the Big Drum ceremony in amazement, Avey marvels at the
similarities of the dances with those she witnesses fifty years earlier at a Ring Shout. In
Carriacou, the elders “occasionally…forgot themselves and a hip for all its stiffness [swings]
out” (246). They allow themselves to be spiritually lifted, just as the people on Tatem Island who
she still remembers vividly:
They used their hands as racing tambourines, slapped their knees and thighs and chest in
dazzling syncopated rhythm. They worked their shoulders; even succeeded at times in
giving a mean roll of their…hips. They allowed their…bodies every liberty, yet their feet
never once left the floor, or worse, crossed each other in a dance step. (34)
When Avey dances during the Big Drum ceremony, she dances for the people of her
island (or nation) which is Tatem Island. In Carriacou, she has made a journey home. She is freer
than she’s been since childhood and her mind has “been emptied of the contents of the past thirty
years” and the slate has been “wiped clean” (151). During this dance “not once did the soles of
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her feet leave the ground” (250). She corrects Cuney’s error and her own, seeking a “beg pardon”
from all the ancestors she has ignored and disrespected. On Carriacou, with the spiritual guidance
of dead relatives and strangers, Avey figures out that she is a lot of things all at once: Mrs.
Johnson and “little ol’ sassy” Avey; African and American; a Southerner and a Northerner. All
things work together for her good. All provide Avatara Williams Johnson with the “essentials to
go on forever.”
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